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N° XIII. 



Observations on the Numb Fifh, or Torporific Eel, by 
Henry Collins Flagg, South-Carolina. 

R -?h d ^T h T D O myfelf the pleafure, though late I con- 
_|_ fefs, to comply with my promife of commu- 
nicating fome obfervations on the Numb Fifh, or Torpo- 
rific Eel, which I think a more proper name. Thefe ob- 
fervations are contained in two letters I had the honor to 
write to the Rev. Dr. Stiles, a member of your philofo- 
phical fociety, from Rio Eflequebo. Pleafe to accept the 
following extracts. 

The apparent difference between the torporific eel and 
that ufually caught in your harbour is, the former is flatter 
on the back and head, the upper part of which is perfo- 
rated with feveral holes*, and has on each fide, behind, a 
fmall fin which fome fay are elevated or deprefled as the 
fifh is pleafed or notf ; the body I think is larger in pro- 
portion to the length, and it has a broad fin connected to 
the belly and continued to the tail. 1 have feen this fifh 
four feet long. The fenfation occafioned by touching it 
appeared to me exactly fimilar to an electric fhock. I have 
as yet been able to procure only one of thefe eels, and that 
was injured by laying too long dry before it came to me. 
The following are the remarks I made the little time it 
lived. I received the fifh from a negro in a wicker bafket, 
and laying it on the ground felt a confiderable fhock, as I 
did too when I turned the fifh out of the bafket into a tub 

of 

* Thefe holes do not penetrate to the mouth, nor could I difcover the ufe of them. But I 
was not fufficiently exa<5t in my diffe&ion of the head, or I think I might have found the ter- 
mination of thefe dudls. 

f This is true. 
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of water. The fhock is greater if the fifh is enraged; but 
whether repeated touches will exhauft this ftrange power, 
as frequently repeated bites do the viperine and fome other 
poifons for a time, I believe no experiment has yet deter- 
mined *. If a perfon hold his finger in the water feveral 
inches diftant from the fifh and another touch it, a fhock 
equally fevere is felt by him who does not touch it. The 
fame thing happens if the fifh exerts itfelf without being 
touched. If a number of perfons join hands, and one 
touch the eel, they are all equally fhocked, unlefs there 
fhould happen to be one of the number incapable of being 
affected by the eel, which is the cafe of a very worthy 
lady of my acquaintance, who can handle this fifh at will. 
I am informed fome Indians and negroes can do the fame ; 
whether by the affiftance of any means to counteract the 
power of the eel, I know not ; but am perfuaded it is 
fomething in the conftitution of the ladyf . The eel I had 
obtained got out of the tub, and it was with fome difficul- 
ty I returned it, for the repeated fhocks I received through 
a piece of deal board eighteen inches long, with which I 
attempted to lift it, made my arms ache very much, and 
for a confiderable time. I think the numbnefs occafioned 
by touching this eel continues longer than that from an 
electric fhock of the fame degree of force, and I have been 
affured by a perfon of good fenfe and veracity, that a ne- 
gro fello.v formerly being bantered by his companions for 
his fear of this eel, determined to give a proof of his re- 
folution, and attempted to grafp it with both hands. The 
unhappy confequence was, a confirmed paralyfis of both 
arms. I hear this fellow is ffill living in the ifland of St. 
Chriftopher's ; if fo, I can obtain more fatisfaction, for I 
have my doubts of the negro's honefty J. But very cer- 
tain 

* I am fmce convinced they do. 

t This lady, when I became acquainted with her, was far gone in an hectic fever. And I 
did not think to enquire if file could treat the fib. with fo much familiarity while in a perfect 
ftate of health. 

} This account was afterwards confirmed to me, with the further information, that after fe- 
veral years the negro recovered the ufe of his arms by flow degrees, and I think without any 
afliftance from medicine. 
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tain it is, that many perfons have been knocked down by 
the feverity of the fhock. The languid ftate in which I 
found the eel the morning after it was taken, gave me an 
opportunity of obferving that though I could perceive no 
fhock by touching it on or near the tail ; yet applying 
my finger near the belly, the torporific power was very 
confiderable, notwithftanding the fifh was now almoft dead. 
This I repeated feveral times, as a remark of fome confe- 
quence in affifting us to determine whether, or how far, 
the emiffion of torporific particles depends on the exertion 
of any mufcular force* ; upon which principle Mr. Rea- 
mure accounts for the benumbing power of the Torpedo. 
I much doubt if the moft acute eye can difcern any moti- 
on in the eel at the time it fhocksf. I have been fo par- 
ticular in taking notice of the bafket and deal-board, be- 
caufe it has been aflerted that the eel fhocks only by im- 
mediate contact, through metal or very hard wood. This 
eel is frequently eat by the negroes, and reckoned very 
delicious. Its common food is fhrimps or any fmall fifh. 
I have lately made another experiment upon the torpo- 
rific eel. It was fuggefted to me by the very great fimi- 
larity between the effects of a fhock from the eel and an 
electric machine. I held an iron rod between two pieces 
of glafs and touched the eel with it, but could not perceive 
the leaft fhock. I held the rod in a filk handkerchief with 
the fame effecT:. I repeated thefe experiments on two eels 
with equal fuccefs. I think this experiment demonftrates 
that the ele£tric and torporific particles are the fame. I 
have tried the effe&s of this fifh upon the needle of a com- 
pafs but perceived no influence. I have not, however, 

done 

* I have not ventured as yet to give any opinion of the ftrange property by which this fifh 
becomes the conductor of the electric fluid. But that the emifiion of it depends upon the ex- 
ertion of mufcular force may, I think, be concluded from hence ; that, as has already been 
determined, repeated exertions will exhauft its power to fhock for a time, and before it can 
again exert its influence, a frefh quantity of fire muft be collected ; nor do I think the experi- 
ment 1 made on the dying eel invalidates this opinion, for to the beft of my recollection it 
ceafed to (hock fome time before its death. 

f I am informed the motion is perceptible, though I confefs I could not diftinguifh it. 
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done with the eel, and hereafter will repeat all the old and 
make new experiments upon it*. 

This fi(h raifes its head every few minutes above the 
water to refpire. 

I have feen negroes take hold of it, at firft very cauti- 
oufly, receiving many light fhocks, but prefently have 
grafped it hard and taken it out of the water. 

There is a kind of light wood through which the eel 
cannot fhock. 

Mrs. Behn, in her Oroonoko, gives a defcription of this 
fifh, which fhe calls the numb-eel, and fays it is taken in 
the river Surinam. 

From the above experiments, partial as they are, I leave 
you, fir, to judge how far the torporific and electric fluids 
are alike. 

I am, with the greateft refpedt and efteem, 

Your moft humble fervant, 
SaSbSSU HENRY COLLINS FLAGG. 



N° XIV. 

To David Rittenhouse, Efquire, from John 
Page, Efquire. 

Williamfburg, December 4, 1779. 
DEAR SIR, 

Read May T HAVE often thought there was a ftrong re- 
ad, 1783. J^ re f em blance between fome of the phenomena 
of electricity and magnetifm, and fancied I fawfomething 
like the two electricities in the attraction and repulfion of 

Z the 

* I had not been long in South- America when I made my ohfervations ; foon after which, 
the neceffary avocations of my profeffion, together with that relaxation of the mental powers 
generally confequent upon the laflitude of body incident to the inhabitants of warm climates, 
uidiipofed me to the farther profecution of experiments I am now mortified at not having made. 



